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Between Jan. 11 and Feb. 1, 2011, 877 people died in cities in the state of Rio de Janeiro as a
consequence of the floods that devastated the mountainous region. The final death toll could be
even higher, since many people are still looking for family members who disappeared during
the floods (NotiSur, Jan. 21, 2011). More than 35,000 people were still displaced in early February.
Hundreds of houses have been closed to prevent more deaths from landslides.
It is not the first time that heavy rains have taken many lives and left many others homeless in
cities in the mountains of Rio de Janeiro. But the meteorological phenomena in early 2011 were
particularly strong, hitting cities such as Nova Friburgo, Teresópolis, São José do Vale do Rio Preto,
and the sophisticated Petrópolis, called the Imperial City, which was built by the royal families when
Brazil was still a monarchy.
Most of the dead and those left homeless by the floods lived in the mountainous areas and were
therefore more vulnerable to the heavy rains. That fed the debate regarding the need for better
urban planning to prevent families from living in high-risk areas and the discussion regarding
possible impacts of climate changes caused by global warming.
The tragedy in the mountains of Rio de Janeiro had myriad consequences. After the rivers receded,
the number of cases of diseases such as leptospirosis, transmitted by water contaminated by rat
urine, increased. In Nova Friburgo, 10 cases of leptospirosis had been confirmed by late January.
Brazilians were touched by the plight of families of the dead and disappeared. Teams of volunteers
throughout the country mobilized to collect medicines, food, and clothing to send to cities in Rio
de Janeiro. Hundreds of volunteers also went to work directly in the affected cities to care for the
thousands of victims.
Various institutions mobilized to assist the work of Defensa Civil and other agencies, which made
the mountainous areas of Rio de Janeiro a priority. In the days following the floods that destroyed
hundreds of houses and caused the deaths and disappearances, the Instituto Nacional de Pesquisas
Espaciais (INPE), for example, sent high-resolution satellite images in an effort to help Defensa
Civil. The images are from the International Charter Space and Major Disasters, a consortium of
space agencies and centers from various countries that act to support nations hit by major natural
disasters. The INPE is part of that consortium.

Officials scramble to prevent future disasters
One measure announced by the Rio de Janeiro state government to prevent future tragedies was the
creation of five linear parks along the rivers in the municipalities of Nova Friburgo, Petrópolis, and
Teresópolis. The objective is to restore the vegetation, thus helping to prevent the soil erosion that
leads to flooding.
"The parks are projects that protect the interior rivers, the atmosphere, and the people," said Carlos
Minc, Rio de Janeiro state secretary for the environment. Minc was environment minister in the last
©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute.
All rights reserved.

Page 1 of 3

LADB Article Id: 078127
ISSN: 1060-4189

years of the administration of former President Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva. "By doing this, we prevent
death and human suffering when the floods come."
Various social measures were announced to help the victims. Collection of property taxes was
suspended for flood victims. Many families will receive financial assistance to pay their rent.
The tragedy has, of course, fostered debate on whether Brazil is prepared for intense consequences
of global-warming-induced climate change. Various agencies began to cite measures needed to
avoid new tragedies.
On Jan. 26, the Conselho Regional de Engenharia, Arquitetura e Agronomia of Rio de Janeiro
(CREA-RJ) released a study with proposals for short-term actions to avoid new tragedies, among
them, works to control the velocity of water and contain dams.
Agostinho Guerreiro, president of CREA-RJ, said emphatically that, "if the local governments had
complied with Brazil's laws, 80% of the people who died in these areas would not have died."
Guerreiro was referring to legislation prohibiting construction in ecologically fragile areas. "For
more than 20 years, prefectures have had no planning and technical and construction teams were
allowed in high-risk areas, which contributed in large measure to the tragedy. In the end, most
deaths were caused by landslides or rushing water."
"Knowing that every summer we’re going to lose lives doesn’t make it more bearable. The
suggestion is that short-term emergency works, even relatively inexpensive ones, be carried out next
year," said Guerreiro. Environmental monitoring of the rivers and the use of on-the-ground imaging
and soil cover in the area are other measures proposed by CREA-RJ.

Droughts hit southern Brazil, Amazon
At almost the same time as Rio de Janeiro, São Paulo, and other states were hit by strong rains, Rio
Grande do Sul, the southernmost state in Brazil, suffered a serious drought. By early February, 15
cities had declared a state of emergency because of the drought, which, among other consequences,
caused major agricultural losses.
The Centro de Pesquisas e Previsões Meteorológicas of the Universidade Federal de Pelotas said
that the drought was caused by La Niña, the cooling of surface waters of the Pacific Ocean. Since
June 2010, the phenomenon was expected to affect part of Rio Grande do Sul in early 2011.
"I believe that interconnecting the hydrographic basins is perhaps one of the major programs that
Brazil has carried out for the semi-arid region," said President Dilma Rousseff, in announcing that
the federal government would finance measures in Rio Grande do Sul to combat the drought, such
as irrigation systems used in the often-drought-ridden northeast of Brazil.
In late October 2010, a historic drought had been registered on the opposite side of the country, in
the Brazilian Amazonia, precisely the region with the highest density of fresh water on the planet.
The Amazonas and the Solimões rivers, two of the largest rivers in the world, registered their lowest
levels since recording first began.
The lowest level was registered on three points of the river (Tabatinga, Careiro, Itapeua), according
to the Companhia de Pesquisa de Recursos Mineirais (CPRM). Classes were suspended, fishers
were without work, there was difficulty in providing potable water and boat transportation (the
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principal means of transportation for thousands of residents) because many rivers had dried up.
By early 2011, the effects of the drought in the Amazonia were felt in all river communities in the
region.
In visiting Brazil to attend the Campus Party, a festival of products and services in information
technologies, former US Vice President Al Gore did not hesitate to associate the floods in Rio de
Janeiro with global warming. "The world is with you [in Brazil}, and we know how much suffering
this great trauma has caused for many families," said Gore.
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